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1I gave up trying to express an idea by stating
innumerable little facts, the statement of facts
having no more to do with the art of painting than
statistics with literature. 1
Barbara Haskell, Arthur Dove (Boston: The New York
Graphic Society, 1974), p. 8.
BEGINNING
Beginning, I find, is always difficult. Whether the
object is to draw, put paint on a canvas, or express
thoughts in written form, that very first mark seems to
require summoning every gram of energy and courage that I
have within my being. Once it's done, that first visual
commitment made, its innate energy seems to propel the suc
cessive marks, lending to each an increasing ease over the
previous one. I think, then, that a natural inclination
would be to just continue, to paint and paint and paint,
enjoying the relative comfort and ease of each successive
dab.
I've heard it said many times that it takes two people
to create a painting: the first to paint, the second to
hit him over the head when the painting is finished. I
would offer a slight modification to that adage. Painting
requires three people: the first and second as previously
described, plus a third person to kick the painter in the
ass to get him started.
Certainly this conjures up a rather brutal picture of
some poor devil trying to paint while being alternately
kicked and beaten. But isn't painting really a lot like
that? To add irony to the predicament, ,te , as painters, are
usually forced to be all three people simultaneously. A
trinity of masochism!
In the following pages are illustrations and text
which represent a series of paintings, collectively entitled:
The Landscape, 1975. My paintings are simple. In each, I
have used shapes taken from nature as a point of departure,
then pared them down to their barest essentials and built
compositions from them. I have used large, flat shapes,
striving for a kind of self-sufficient two-dimensionality
and a raonumentality.
Because my paintings are simple, the
"getting-started"
has been a very crucial phase in each one. By the time
I've made that initial mark on the canvas, I'm half-
finished. None of my paintings, then, ever really reach
the stage where a new mark becomes much easier. I have
found it difficult to paint simply. It becomes very
tempting to just add a little more here or there, or toss
in another color. In essence, then, the three
"people"
(the "starter", the "painter", and the "stopper") have
literally been at each others heels all the way through this
project.
My over-all objective could be stated in the following
way:
To use sensations provided by nature's forms; to study,
and become emotionally involved with, these "form-sensations";
to develop them into visual entities no longer dependent for
their existence on the original source, but emerging as ob
jects in themselves, having a life of their own.
As Hans Hofmann once stated: " artistic creation
is the metamorphosis of the external physical aspects of a
2
thing into a self-sustaining spiritual reality."
This is a series of paintings which attempts to ex
emplify that maxim. This has been a difficult, often
frustrating, but immensely satisfying labor for all
three of us.
2
Hans Hofmann, "The Search for the Real in the Visual
Arts", Search for the Real and Other Essays, Sara T.
Weeks and Bartlett H. Hayes, Jr., eds. (Cambridge:
The M.I.T. Press, 1967), p. 40.
HOW I GOT FROM THERE TO HERE
"There" is defined as a time, a few years ago; or to
be more precise, a state of mind, a philosophy of painting
which I held at that time. In retrospect, it seems that
this philosophy was one which held that a painting, to be
"good"
, should be full of action, covered with all kinds of
visual entertainment.
"There"
was also a time in which I
ignored, for the most part, the landscape as a source for
painting, always preferring to work with a totally non-
objective motif.
"Here" is defined as simply the present time with ray
present mode of working.
"Here"
will hopefully be defined
rather thoroughly in the course of this present body of
work, so I won't waste words on it now.
It is now very interesting for me to reflect upon my
former attitudes and to ponder why they existed as they did.
There are certain identifiable characteristics.
My grounding in the history of art was rather shallow,
and I was really not very appreciative of landscape painting.
I had, very narrow-mindedly, classified it in the realm of
"nice, pretty stuff" probably accomplished largely on Sunday
afternoons (I don't enjoy admitting this).
Another factor was that I didn't want to paint out in
the open, where curiosity-seekers could look over my shoulder
and ask stupid questions. I preferred to hide in a studio
somewhere, where I could have control over who might see my
work, and when, and for how long. That was safer. (I'm
not exactly wild about admitting this, either.)
There is a third factor which may be not so much a
separate factor as a result of the first two. I simply had
never gained a true appreciation for the forms of nature.
Certainly, I had admired the beauty of the natural elements
in our environment, but only on a superficial level. I
never had been able to appreciate the possibilities in
herent in nature. I saw nature as nature. Period. Per
haps I was too intimidated by the surface beauty of nature
to be able to "use" it, to actually "exploit" it.
Something that Gustave Courbet once said should be
useful here:
Beauty is in nature and is to be found in reality
in every sort of form. Once found, it belongs to
the domain of art, or rather it belongs to the
artist who knows how to find it there. When
beauty has become real and visible it contains
its own expression in art. But the artist has no
right to add to that expression. Touch it and
you risk altering its nature - and in the end you
weaken it. The beauty offered by nature rises
above all the conventions of artists. 3
Granted, there are several lines of thought in this
passage and a variety of ways of interpreting them and the
passage as a whole. But a few distinct thoughts do emerge.
One, a great respect for the beauty of nature. Two, a
3
Georges Peillex, Nineteenth Century Painting (New York:
The Viking Press, 1965) , p. 22.
belief that the discovered beauty belongs to the artist.
Three, a caution against inflicting one's own expressions
or "conventions" upon this discovery. Depending, again,
on the interpretation, one could find contradictions be
tween the second and the third points. But it is not my
intention here to conduct a literary debate. I offer this
passage by Courbet because it touches upon the major
factors that have shaped my own path. If there are indeed
contradictions in Courbet 's statements, my own path has
been full of blatant contradictions.
From all of this I would draw the conclusion that when
I was "there", I simply had not learned how to find the
beauty of nature and make it belong to me. I had not
learned how to be personal with nature.
The other description of "there" was a belief that
good painting equaled busyness. I certainly would not now
identify myself or my work with such thinking. .. .or lack
of it. I've since learned the beauty of simplicity. (More
on this later. )
The introduction of
"here"
, my present mode of working,
came in the form of a venture out to the country to paint
landscapes in 1974. This venture, and two others a few
months later, taught me two distinct lessons: first, that
for years I had missed something very important, that
there were fantastic forms to be taken from the landscape;
and second, that I was totally unable to control the land-
scape, to make it my own. It was clearly a case of the
landscape controlling me. It was the master; I was the
slave, unable to do anything but the bidding of the fields,
trees, sky, and clouds. ,1 wonder what Courbet would have
thought.
Clearly, I had no choice but to do something about
it. And it was in doing something about it that I got
from there to here.
A long journey.
I'm glad I took it.
WHAT IS A LANDSCAPE PAINTING?
The creative process lies not in imitating, but in
paralleling nature - translating the impulse received
from nature into the medium of expression, thus
vitalizing this medium.4
Hans Hofmann
The "landscape" is one facet of "nature". If I appear to
carelessly interchange these two terms, it is because, for
the purposes herein, much of what we say about translating
nature can be deductively applied to translating the land
scape.
Using the landscape as a subject in itself is a rela
tively new idea. The landscape, for centuries, was relegated
to serving only as a backdrop, an environment for the central
subject of a painting, "...for scenes and figures which
5
themselves bore the full expressive powers." Not until
the seventeenth or eighteenth century was landscape paint
ing being considered worthy of its own echelon, becoming
"...an autonomous branch of art." Since that time, one
could trace the various philosophies of landscape painting
through its divisions, sub-divisions, and off-shoots, and
conceive a grand, self-contradictory road-map of "how to
approach painting the landscape".
4Hans Hofmann, "Painting and Culture", Weeks and Hayes,
p. 55.
5
Peillex, p. 16.
6Ibid.,p. 18.
Were we to critically examine all of these dogmas, I
suspect that many of the polarities could be assembled
around one very central issue: the degree to which the
work of art is subjugated by the physical reality of the
landscape, or conversely, the degree to which there is
interpretation into a new form. I realize, of course,
that this is an over-simplification of history. Yet, we
can surmise that the issue is key, simply by the attention
given it through the years by a variety of artists and
critics.
"Painting offers the artist a means as exact as
7
mathematics of interpreting the essential facts of nature."
Piet Mondrian
"...beauty contains its own expression in art, But the
artist has no right to add to that expression."
Gustave Courbet
"I should like the meadows dyed in red, the rivers in
golden yellow, and the trees painted blue; nature has no
9imagination."
Charles Baudelaire
A turning point for Kandinsky was in giving up his
7Frank Elgar, Mondrian, (New York: Frederick A. Praeger
Publishers, 1968) , p. 96.
o
Peillex, p. 22.
9
Jean Guichard-Meili, Matisse, (New York: Frederick A.
Praeger Publishers, 1967), p. 52.
10
"need to describe". Once he had overcome this need,
"...the object provided a starting point, a motivation
and a foundation, its form being subject to the relation
ship established between it and the
artist."1
For me, this whole issue of subjugation versus inter
pretation has been at the very heart of my struggle with
the landscape. As I mentioned on an earlier page, it re
quired considerable effort for me to outgrow my intimidation
*
by the landscape, and reach a point of being able to take
what I wanted from it and use it for my own expression. In
my earlier attempts with the landscape, I had been so over
whelmed by colors, textures, the air, the smells, that I
had failed to be selective.
I believe, in dealing with nature, that it is by being
selective that we exert control over the subject, and in
order to interpret, one must first control the subject.
I have always felt it much better to paint things
that exist in themselves and do not carry the mind
back to some object upon which they depend for their
existence. If we find at any time that we are de
pending too much on any one thing, we will also find
that it is just that much that we have missed finding
our own inner selves. 11
Arthur Dove
10Jacques Lassaigne, Kandin-sky, (Cleveland: The World
Publishing Company, 19T4) , p. 40.
11Haskellf p. 16.
MOVING TOWARD SERENITY
"We are moving toward serenity by simplification of
12
ideas and means. Our only object is
wholeness."
Henri Matisse
It is difficult to keep a painting simple. Matisse
once observed that the simpler the painting, the more im
portant each of the individual forms in that painting.
"If I spread shades of blue, green and red onto a white
canvas, every time that I add a stroke, each of the ones
I painted earlier loses its importance."
Obviously, in dealing with a very few important forms,
one assumes a great deal of responsibility for the handling
of each of those forms. As one adds more and more detail,
the lessening importance of each individual form can lead
one eventually to treat these forms carelessly.
In reflection, again, it took me a long time to learn
the value of simplicity. And I don't feel that
"serenity"
is -an overly-sentimental term. I find it to be quite ap
propriate very apt for these times. In my own life,
I find increasing preciousness in those intervals, among the
ulcer-tempting madness, in which there is a near absence of
sensory stimuli, a virtual calm, an eye in the hurricane.
12Ibid., p. 110.
13
Guichard-Meili, p. 61.
11
12
This is one reason why I now find great pleasure in
painting simple forms.
In this setting of simple calm, one can receive the
one visual climax and appreciate it at its fullest. In
such a setting it no longer has to compete with a host of
other busy impulses. It is supported and complemented by
the calm simplicity around it, which in fact heightens the
sensation of that one climactic form, gives it utmost
importance.
Once again, I would depend on Matisse to state it
well:
In a picture, every section must be visible and
play its own role, whether this is a principal or
secondary one. Everything that has no function in a
painting is therefore detrimental to it. A work of
art entails a harmony of the whole; any superfluous
detail would thus take the place of an essential
detail in the mind of the spectator. 14
I v/ould align my own desires with those of Arthur Dove:
"...if I could paint the part that goes to make the spirit
of the painting and leave out all that just makes tons and
tons of art."
14Ibid. , p. 60,
15Haskell, p. 16.
A FEW THOUGHTS ON LABOR
An over-labored work of art could be likened to one
of those monstrously huge banana splits. To, supposedly,
make it better, all that's required is to do a little more
to it. By the time we've done everything to it, not only
is there too much, but the original flavors we set out to
complement have been totally smothered.
I've long enjoyed an observation made once by John
Steinbeck concerning the restrooms along our super-highway
system. He observed that to mask natural restroom odors,
it was customary for the management to use a deodorizing
chemical, of sufficient strength to ensure success; but
that the deodorant, in itself, was easily more nauseating
than the original odor.
My own belief is that a painting should look natural.
It should communicate like words that roll off the tongue,
rather than being conjured, reviewed, double-checked,
covered-up, gone over, and polished, and consequently
smothering that original, natural spirit.
Confidence is a key issue. When I feel confidence in
the brush stroke, my painting will impart confidence. When
I begin to dilly-dally and take noncommittal stabs at my
canvas, then I create super-highway restrooms. When the
16
John Steinbeck, Travels with Charley (New York: The
Viking Press, 1962) , p. 82.
13
14
painter has "got it together", he'll never have to convince
any spectator of that fact; the painting will speak for
itself.
I have always tried to hide my own efforts and
wished my works to have the lightness and joyousness
of a springtime which never lets anyone suspect the
labors it has cost. 17
Milton Avery
A really good picture looks as if it's happened at
once. It's an immediate image... one really beautiful
wrist motion that is synchronized with yo"ur head and
heart, and you have it, and therefore it looks as if
it were born in a minute. I8
Helen Frankenthaler
17'
Adelyn D. Breeskin, ed. , Milton Avery , (Boston: The
New York Graphic Society, 1969) , p. X.
18
Barbara Rose, Frankenthaler , (New York: Harry N.
Abrams Publishers , 1970) , p. 85.
MY METHODS OF WORKING
The difficulty which I spoke of earlier in dealing
with the landscape on my own terms led me to the use of
another tool; a transitory step sketching. This was
what I needed in order to translate the natural forms
into entities which were my own.
In each of my paintings, I began with sketches, on
location. I would then develop selected portions of these
sketches through repeated layers of tracing paper; in
jecting increasing amounts of ray own will into each new
tracing, until I had achieved a composition of sufficient
strength. Sometimes this evolution came easily. Other
times I had to pry the forms loose. Over-all, I found this
approach to work well for me.
In one case (because I had to prove something to
myself), I did all of the steps, from initial sketch to a
nearly-completed canvas, on location. This was the third
painting in the series, and once I had done this, I no
longer felt the need to complete my works on location.
Instead, I would do only my sketching on location and the
remaining steps in my studio.
All my paintings are in the acrylic medium on stretched
cotton duck. I find satisfaction in painting on both the
raw canvas and on sized and primed canvas; I have used both
in this series.
15
SEVEN PAINTINGS FROM THE LANDSCAPE
The painter, Milton Avery, once commented: "Why talk
when you can paint." Although I would not attempt to
suggest that the two modes of communication are mutually
exclusive, I am often conscious of our difficulty in verba
lizing about that which is purely visual. This becomes
especially apparent at gallery openings, in which we each,
in turn, attempt to do just that; to tell our listeners
how this or that work has this or that quality about it.
Perhaps, instead of verbalizing (or with a minimum
of it), we should simply be inviting our spectators:
"see for yourself."
19
Breeskin, p. 3.
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PREPARING FOR THE FUTURE
Possibly every thoughtfully executed work of art is
preparation for the future. If we are awake, aware, and
perceptive, each work of art should offer a lesson.
If I should fail now to make use of the lessons I've
learned through these seven paintings, then I would soon
find myself again depending on those old shallow conventions,
These works have taught me a great deal about painting
and about the life that is reflected in painting, or I
should say, the life that is in painting. But, these
works are not a conclusion; they are truly beginnings,
taking their place on top of the stack of "lessons learned".
I suppose that any lesson worth learning is a lesson worth
remembering.
In his famous book, The Gulag Archipelago, Solzhenitsyn
recounts for us an old Russian proverb which I have found
quite valuable:
"Dwell on the past and you'll lose an eye.
20
Forget the past and you'll lose both
eyes."
20Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago, (New York,
Harper and Row, 1973) , p. X,
24
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